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​Introduction – White Gold
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The train clattered up the valley, snow swirling past the windows, as the passengers pressed their faces to the glass. Beyond the frozen meadows, the mountains rose like an impossible wall: jagged, glittering, defiant. It was the winter of 1924, and Chamonix, a sleepy French village at the foot of Mont Blanc, was about to change the way the world thought about snow.

In January of that year, the International Olympic Committee had gathered the world’s best skiers, skaters, and bobsledders for the first-ever Winter Games. The French saw it as a showcase of resilience after the trauma of the Great War; the Americans and British saw it as a thrilling novelty; the Swiss and Scandinavians saw it as their chance to prove mountain superiority. Journalists described it as a “carnival in white,” a grand experiment in turning ice and snow into spectacle.

Few could have imagined that the event would spark an industry, transform villages into empires, and turn France’s high valleys into playgrounds for the world’s rich and adventurous. By the end of the twentieth century, Chamonix, Courchevel, Val d’Isère, and a dozen other names would become shorthand for winter glamour — as resonant as the Riviera, as magnetic as Paris.

This book is the story of how that transformation happened: how the French Alps became the stage for one of the twentieth century’s great cultural reinventions. It is not only a history of skiing but also of architecture, fashion, cinema, politics, and money. It is a story of peasants turned hoteliers, engineers turned visionaries, and socialites turned ski racers. It is also, inevitably, a story of the British and Americans who descended on the mountains with their tweed suits, their dollars, their taste for champagne — and, later, their package tours and catered chalets.

For much of their history, the Alps were feared more than admired. They were obstacles to be crossed, not destinations to be sought. Travelers hurried through the passes, praying for safe passage. Local villagers eked out a precarious living from cows, hay, and timber, treating the long winters as something to be endured, not enjoyed. The idea of voluntarily climbing a mountain, let alone skiing down it for pleasure, was incomprehensible.

Everything changed in the nineteenth century, when British mountaineers, restless for challenges after conquering their own peaks, began scaling the Alps. They came first in summer, then in winter, bringing with them the notion of mountains as arenas of adventure. Railways opened up once-remote valleys, and the first alpine hotels appeared. The French, initially skeptical of this eccentric enthusiasm, soon joined in. By the turn of the century, skiing had shifted from rustic necessity to fashionable diversion.

The interwar years brought glamour. In Megève, the Rothschild family turned a modest farming village into France’s answer to St. Moritz. Parisian couturiers designed ski outfits; American jazz bands played in alpine hotels; the illustrated magazines of London and New York carried images of sleek skiers against dazzling peaks. Skiing had become chic, even decadent — a declaration that you belonged to a world of leisure and elegance.

But this story is not just about champagne flutes on snow terraces. It is also about war and rebuilding. The Alps were battlefields, hideouts, and smuggling routes during both world wars. They were scarred by occupation and resistance, then transformed by France’s bold postwar experiment, the Plan Neige, which unleashed a wave of purpose-built ski resorts. Some were futuristic marvels, others soulless concrete slabs — but together they democratized skiing and made France the most visited ski nation on earth.

By the late twentieth century, French resorts had become a paradox. They were at once rustic and luxurious, socialist in planning yet capitalist in execution, rooted in ancient valleys yet oriented toward an international clientele. Russians, Saudis, Americans, and Brits flocked to Courchevel, Val Thorens, and Méribel, chasing snow, status, and spectacle. French villages that once survived on cheese and hay now measured success in gondolas and Michelin stars.

Today, that legacy faces new pressures. Climate change is melting glaciers and shortening ski seasons. Villages once guaranteed snow at Christmas now rely on snow cannons. The very survival of winter tourism is in question. And yet, even as the snowline creeps higher, the cultural grip of the French Alps remains unbroken. Every winter, skiers from Manchester to Manhattan still dream of carving turns under Mont Blanc, sipping vin chaud in a wooden chalet, and walking through the snow in the footsteps of history.

This book will take you there — to the ice tracks of 1924, to the dance halls of the Jazz Age, to the brutalist utopias of the 1960s, and to the crowded airports of the twenty-first century. It will show how a corner of France became the epicenter of winter leisure, how skiing went from shepherd’s tool to global industry, and how the French Alps became, quite literally, white gold.
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​Part I – The Birth of Alpine Dreams
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​Chapter 1 – Chamonix 1924: Where It All Began

The morning of January 25, 1924, dawned bitterly cold in Chamonix. Smoke curled from the chimneys of stone houses, the smell of wood and damp wool hanging in the air. Villagers, bundled in heavy coats, stamped their feet against the snow and joined the throngs of visitors pouring into the valley. The mountains above them — jagged, immense, crowned by Mont Blanc — glowed pink in the first light. On the frozen river Arve, wooden footbridges groaned under the weight of spectators heading toward the makeshift Olympic stadium.

Few in Chamonix had ever seen such a gathering. In the space of days, the quiet town of guides and innkeepers had swelled with aristocrats, journalists, and athletes from around the world. The French Prime Minister, Raymond Poincaré, arrived by train, escorted by soldiers in crisp uniforms. American journalists, their typewriters clattering in hotel rooms, marveled at the “carnival of snow.” British nobles in furs mingled with Norwegian skiers in homespun wool. Chamonix, once a remote Alpine village, had become, for two weeks, the center of the sporting world.
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